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1 Introduction and Overview

In Asia, as in many other regions of the world, decentralization occurs in countries of all sizes and in highly diverse contexts.  A few countries are very large and have substantial and heterogeneous populations, while others are much smaller in area and have populations lower in number and less varied in composition.  Some countries have attained middle income status, while others remain relatively poor.  A number of countries have some history of decentralization and democratization, while others have had little previous experience.

Depsite the great variety, many Asian countries have chosen to pursue some form of decentralization. The way decentralization is structured and functions, however, is is as diverse as the countries themselves, and not always in systematic ways. This variety results from considerable differences in country characteristics, histories and various political ecoomy drivers that shape the dynamics underlying how public governance is managed. 

This section presents a brief overview of ten countries--Bangladesh, Bhutan, Cambodia, Indonesia, Nepal, Pakistan, Philippines, Sri Lanka, Vietnam and Yemen--on which case studies of decentralization were prepared.
  It succinctly covers basic intergovernmental structures, the decentralization policy frameworks, local government powers and functions, the degree of local government autonomy, subnational political systems and processes, and transparency and citizen engagement mechanisms.
  

This overview is not intended to be comprehensive or definitive--the countries covered here are complex and diverse, and there are considerable gaps and uncertainties in the information presented.  The focus is more on comparatively describing decentralization than assessing it. It is very difficult to compare synthetically the complicated and varied underlying dynamics and goals, so these are treated in more depth in the individual cases.

1.1 Basic Intergovernmental Institutional Structures

The majority of the countries examined here have a unitary system of government, in which power lies in a central government that makes decisions about if and how to decentralize powers and functions to subnational government units. Only two of the countries (Nepal and Pakistan) have federal systems, but these were adopted by the national government rather than development voluntarily by constituent regions, and Nepal only became federal in 2015. 

Many of the systems examined use three types of subnational government, but more or fewer can also be found among the cases (Table 1). The types of subnational units listed are not necessarily at different levels--for example they may be different types of local governments, some in urban areas and some in rural areas.  Some of these levels (as discussed later) are devolved entities with elected governments and others are more like deconcentrated levels of administration.  There can also be varying relationships among the tiers--this can vary from being relatively independent to relatively hierarchical.  It is impossible to compare all of these differences across the countries here, but they are treated more in depth in the individual case studies.

Table 1: Intergovernmental institutional structure

	
	Population  (millions)
	Government system
	Subnational levels/types of government

	Bangladesh
	168.9 (2015)
	Unitary
	Rural local: zila parishads (districts, 64); upazila parishads (subdistricts, 510); union parishads (5000);
Urban local: city corporations (11); pourashavas (municipalities, 315);
Hill district authorities (3)

	Bhutan
	0.7 

(2012)
	Unitary
	Dzongkhags (districts, 20) and class A thromdes (self-governing municipalities, 4);
Gewogs (blocks, 205);
Chiwogs (villages, 1044) and small thromdes (municipalities under district administration, 16)

	Cambodia
	15.7 

(2015)
	Unitary
	Provinces (23, including 3 municipal) and capital; 
Districts (159) and municipalities (26); 
Communes and sangkat (municipal communes,1621) divided into villages

	Indonesia
	256.0 (2015)
	Unitary
	Provinces (34, of which 5 are special regions)
Local governments: kota (cities, 98) and kabupaten (rural districts, 410);
Kecamatan and desa (sub-districts and villages, 69249) –two lower levels with limited formal roles, although role of village being expanded in 2015

	Nepal
	31.6 

(2015)
	Federal
	Zones (14);
District development committees (75);
Urban: municipalities (urban including recently amalgamated villages, 191) 

Rural: village development committees (3276)

	Pakistan
	209.7 (2014)
	Federal (new in 2015, details emerging)
	Provinces (4) and Territories (4);
Districts (Zillas, 96);
Tehsils (337);
Unions (6022)

	Philippines
	101.0 (2015)
	Unitary
	Provinces (79);
Cities (112);
Municipalities (1496);
Barangays (villages, 41944)

	Sri Lanka
	22.1 

(2015)
	Unitary
	Provinces (9)

Urban: municipal councils (large urban, 23), urban councils (small urban, 41), 

Rural: Pradeshiya Sabhas (rural, 257)

	Vietnam
	94.3 

(2015)
	Unitary
	Provincial level: Provinces (58) and (centrally-controlled) municipalities (5);
District level (700): Provincial cities/urban districts, towns and rural districts;
Commune level (> 11,000): townships, communes (rural) and wards (urban)

	Yemen
	26.7 

(2015)
	Unitary
	 Regional governorates (21) including the capital city;
Urban and rural districts (333)


1.2 Decentralization Policy Framework

All of the countries have some type of decentralization policy framework, but it differs considerably in terms of level of detail on the system it defines, its legal basis, and the drivers underlying it, among other dimensions (Table 2). The multiple levels of subnational government in the intergovernmental systems are often endowed with different powers.  

Some countries, such as Indonesia and the Philippines, more strongly empower local tiers, while in others, such as Pakistan, Sri Lanka and Vietnam, the intermediate tiers are stronger (Pakistan is a federal system, but the others are not).  A number of other countries, such as Bangladesh and Sri Lanka, assign different powers and responsibilities to urban and rural areas.  In some cases, there are elected subnational governments to which powers have been devolved, while in others, one or more level operates more like a decontrated form of administation. (More information on powers and political mechanisms is provided below).

In all countries examined here, with the exception of Yemen, decentralization or local governance are enshrined in a constitution, a stronger form of legal empowerment than legislation. The degree of specificity, however, varies. While the constitutions of Cambodia and Pakistan, for example, only generally refer to local governments, other constitutions, such as the one of Sri Lanka, outline more specific legislative powers and functional responsibilites of different tiers of government. In some cases, the formulation of the constitution represented the initiation of the decentralization reform process, while in others the legal documents have been retrofitted to match evolving developments on the ground. 

Despite constitutional mandates, in many countries subsequent legislation further detailing the design and functioning of decentralization reform remains fragmentary and incomplete. In some countries, this is simply a sign of the fact that decentralization reform is in various phases of implementation, but in others it might be symptomatic of certain influencial powers stalling the reform process (See the case studies for more information). In multiple countries, the full set of legal documents have not been harmonized, resulting in policy inconsistencies that keep subnational governments from assuming their responsibilities effectively.

More generally, the countries discussed here, similar to all decentralizing countries world, face strong power dynamics among political stakeholders.  These play a crucial role in the emergence of decentralization and the form it takes, as well as in shifts in its trajectory. In the majority of cases, decentralization at its heart is about the division of powers and resources, hence it is often accompanied by an overt or covert struggle over who gets what. 

Cambodia, for example, adopted decentralization quickly, but at a very modest level, after a period of political turmoil, and reform slowed when the crisis abated.  Indonesia and the Philippines are among the more decentralized countries in the group and both responded to crisis. Reform in the former was more rapid than in the latter, and both have faced challenges. Bangladesh and Pakistan have in the past had stronger provisions for local governments than they do now, but political factors led to changes in policy. In Yemen, decentralization was a core element of a power sharing agreement negotiated to resolve a conflict, but the reform process stalled when negotiations broke down and the parties relapsed into conflict. 

Thus, those seeking to promote decentralization reform and develop good policies need to be aware of historical influences and carefully consider when and where there might be national political space to create a stronger role for subnational governments. The individual cases studies go into more detail about how these dynamics have unfolded in each country.

Table 2: Decentralization policy framework

	
	Decentralization policy
	Underlying framework

	Bangladesh
	Bangladesh provided for decentralization to local governments in its Constitution, but in practice power is still concentrated centrally and local government functions are executed through deconcentrated local entities. Local elections are held in urban local governments and at the subdistrict and lower rural govenment levels. Urban local governments are responsible for a greater range of services than others.
	The 1972 Constitution makes provision for elected local governments and mandates the Parliament to define local government functions (Article 59 and 60). Since 1972, there have been constitutional amendments and new laws that have changed the role and responsibilities of local governments. The most significant of these reforms is the establishment of Upazila Parishads in 1982 and the Local Government Act of 2009.

	Bhutan
	Long a constitutional monarchy, Bhutan became a democratic constitutional parliamentary monarchy. Decentralization gives Thrombes more autonomy presently, while other local governments function more as deconcentrated tiers of the center.
	Article 22 of the 2008 Constitution makes provision for local governments and citizen participation in local government functions. The Local Government Act of 2009 further defines the levels of local governments and their specific powers and functions.

	Cambodia
	Cambodia’s governance system is historically centralized with some marginal decentralization to the communes since 2001. Reforms have been instituted for provinces, municipalities and districts since 2008. Some progress has been made but reforms are still in the process of being rolled out. 
	A 1993 Constitution refers to an administrative division into provinces and municipalities. Laws on Commune/Sangkat Administrative Management and Elections (2001) established elected commune councils. The Law on Administrative Management of the Capital, Provinces, Municipalities, Districts and Khans (2008) extended powers to higher levels. 

	Indonesia
	Until 1999, Indonesia focused on deconcentra-tion to provinces. With the end of the Suharto regime came a sudden, extensive emphasis on devolution to cities and districts (“big bang” decentralization). Recent reforms have marginally reinforced the role of higher level governments and further reforms are being considered.
	A constitutional amendment from 2000 established the foundation for decentralization. The basic frame-work is articulated in law 22 (1999) on Regional Government, amended as law 32 (2004), law 25 (1999) on Fiscal Balance, amended as law 33 (2004), and law 34 (2000) on Regional Taxes and Levies, amended as law 28 (2009).  New laws are in process

	Nepal
	Local governments have been operating under an interim constitution, and while they have some discretion, they have been run by centrally appointed civil servants. Details under the 2015 Constitution are being worked out.
	Local governments are recognized in the 2007 Interim Constitution and its functions are determined through the Local Self-Governance Act (1999) and Local Self-Governance Regulations (2000).  The 2015 Constitution establishes a federal system with local levels.

	Pakistan
	Pakistan is a federal system; provinces have authority for local government legislation and functional assignments.  Laws differ by province. The constitution mandates provinces to hold local government elections, but since 2008 this has occurred only in Balochistan in 2013. 
	Articles 32 and 140-A of the Constitution broadly promote local government. Since the reconstitution of provincial powers through the 18th Amendment of the Constitution, provincial governments have adopted legislation from the 1979 or 2001 local government ordinances or have adopted a hybrid of both ordinances.

	Philippines
	Since the early 1990s, the Philippines has devolved powers and functions to sub-provincial levels. Due to complex politics around the reform, the emerging system is uneven and central and provincial entities still play some significant roles. 
	A1987 Constitution  madated decentralization, local autonomy and popular participation. The 1991 Local Government Code and various laws create the larger decentralization framework providing the detail on the specific roles and rights of local governments. 

	Sri Lanka
	Sri Lanka has a unitary system with power concentrated centrally. The provincial govern-ments are responsible for local government oversight and have some legislative powers. 
	Devolution is defined through three lists in the 9th Schedule of the 13th Amendment of the Constitution. These lists define legislative powers and functional responsibilities of the central government, the provincial councils and the concurrent responsibilities of the provincial and central government.

	Vietnam
	Decentralization was initiated as part of the economic reforms (doi moi) of the 1980s. The role of local administrations has been shaped by policy initiatives decentralizing public sector decision-making to subnational levels since the early 1990s. While the formal framework has remained fairly centralized, there is considerable de facto decentralization driven by provincially-based party elites. 
	Vietnam’s subnational administration was defined in the 1959 Constitution with changes in the 1980, 1992 and 2014 Constitutions. Under  the 2014 Constitution, the Ministry of Home Affairs is creating a new Local Administration Law. Fiscal aspects of decentralization are specified in State Budget Laws of 1997 and 2002, which specify a framework to decentralize fiscal powers while retaining a single state budget encompassing all tiers of government. 

	Yemen
	Decentralization is on the agenda since 1990s reunification, with the goals of  state building, unity, and economic growth. Recent debates, which have been stalled since 2014, point to political strengthening of regions and making local administrative units (districts and municipalities) the engines for Yemen’s economic recovery. 
	Yemen adopted a Local Authorities Law in 2002 as well as a National Local Governance Strategy (NLGS) in 2008. The implementation of the legal framework however has been compromised by a lack of commitment from both government and donor sides as well as the political crisis starting in 2011. Renewed interest in the revitalization of the NLGS exists. 


1.3 Subnational Powers and Functions

In most countries examined in this study, local governments have been assigned some general responsibilites for public functions (Table 3). The extent of functional assignments as well as their clarity and specificity vary considerably from country to country. In fact, in many cases, the functional assignments, in particular for devolved functions, remain relatively vague and subject to interpretation/contestation. There are a few exceptions--for example, Indonesia and the Philippines have relatively stronger clarity in functions, although even here there are grey areas, debates over the details and complex interactions with and intrusions from higher levels.  Overall, there remains a strong tendency for considerable oversight--at times even interference--from central or regional governments.  

In the majority of countries examined here decentralized revenue sources are fairly limited and of only modest or marginal productivity, although urban areas often fare better. The most common local revenue sources are property tax, taxes on selected economic activity, various excise taxes, and numerous types of fees and charges, which are usually assigned to different levels of subnational government. Most revenue assignment is done by the central level, although in federal systems, such as Pakistan, provinces have some mandate to assign local revenue authority to lower level governments. In a number of cases there is also some modest revenue sharing between different levels of subnational government. None of the countries have been showing particularly impressive increases in local own source revenue over time (particularly as a share of local revenue). In fact some cases, e.g. Nepal and Pakistan, have experienced a negative trend.  Thus, generally high dependence on intergovernmental transfers seems likely to persist in the medium term without strong action. 

The countries covered here show a large variation in the size of their subnational share in public expenditures. While in several cases subnational expenditures constitute 15-35 percent, there are variations in both directions. In Bangladesh, for example, subnational expenditure is only 3 percent, whereas in Vietnam, it accounts for 56 percent of total expenditures. Subnational expenditure is usually spread across several tiers of government with a tendency in many countries (with a few exceptions, such as Indonesia and the Philippines) to spend more at higher levels. In all cases however, the majority of funds spent at the subnational level come from the national budget and are handed down to lower level governments through intergovernmental transfers, and local governments also face the types of conditions and central government interference noted above in many countries.

Table 3: Overview of decentralized powers and functions

	
	Decentralized functions
	Decentralized revenues
	Spending share

	Bangladesh
	LGs mostly have no strong direct role in providing services and largely function as deconcentrated central government agents. 
	LGs have some revenue options in the form of taxes, fees, rates, rentals, but heavily depend on transfers
	Only 3% of spending by local units (2011/12); other local spending is centrally controlled 

	Bhutan
	LGs have defined roles; thromdes have 27 functions, including water, sanitation, and solid waste, as per 2011 Thromde Rules. 
	Thromdes and gewogs are legally allowed to levy and collect a limited number of tax and nontax revenues.
	22% of public spending (2008) is local; larger share for dzongkhags than gewogs.

	Cambodia
	Provinces dominate subnational service delivery but remain largely under central ministries. Communes have discretion but few mandatory functions and resources. Transfer of more functions is envisaged. 
	Very minor revenues for communes, which rely on fiscal transfers. Provinces have more but limited powers. Further subnational revenue power is envisaged. 
	About 20% (2010) is subnational, mostly (deconcentrated) provincial spending. Elected communes account for about 3%. 

	Indonesia
	Local governments assigned some obligatory functions, e.g., health, education, environment, and infrastruture. Provinces originally assigned mostly coordination and gap-filling roles, but modestly increased (through law 32/2004) and may be further rebalancing.
	Cities and districts levy taxes on property, hotel/restaurant, and a few other bases, plus user charges, but depend on transfers. Provinces have taxes on vehicles, ground water and cigarettes that are shared with lower levels. 
	Approx. 35 % (2010) at all subnational levels, with about 80 % of that at the local level (districts and cities). 

	Nepal
	Local governments responsible for a range of services, but actual roles less clear, better defined if local governments receive conditional funds. More clarity may emerge with the 2015 Constitution.
	Local bodies, especially municipal, have access to tax bases and user fees but revenues declined from 2006-2012 and transfer dependence is high
	Around 11% of public expenditures by local governments (2014).

	Pakistan
	Functions vary by province and local government: districts (mostly rural infrastructure, some basic social services); tehsils (urban services); unions assist villages; neighborhoods propose projects.
	Sources vary by type of local government (districts, tehsils, unions); overall local own resources are limited with most funding comes through fiscal transfers
	Local expenditures constitute around 5% of public spending (2011). Total provincial and local spending is approximately 33%. 

	Philippines
	Local governments hold major service responsibilities, including  health, social services, agriculture, environment, public works, education, and tourism, among others. Some ambiguity and unevenness in functions persists due to policy inconsistencies
	Local revenues include taxes on property, local businesses, and public enterprise, as well as a range of charges and fees. Only cities may impose the full set of allo-wable taxes Provinces and cities share revenues with lower levels. 
	25 % at the subnational level (2010), with just over half of that by cities, municipalities and barangays.

	Sri Lanka
	Local governments are responsible for municipal solid waste, utilities, and markets. Other responsibilities are shared with the center. 
	Municipal councils are allowed to levy certain taxes and user fees under rules and limits set by the center.
	Municipalities account for less than 0.5% of public spending (2006).

	Vietnam
	Provinces may spend on functions not reserved by center and they assign local functions (e.g. waste collection, street lighting). Norms set/monitored by center; nontrivial functional concurrency
	Local taxes (e.g. land) and fees/ charges are allowed, but with limited discretion; the bulk of subnational revenues from shared taxes/transfers with a redistributive element
	56 % of public spending at subnational levels  (2012), with nearly 80% of capital spending. 

	Yemen
	Local authorities are supposed to provide many public services, but they are legally under deconcentrated organs of central government. Local councils only influence selection of some small-scale infrastructure projects.
	Local authorities can levy a local taxes and fees for administrative services, permits and licenses. Yields are low and some common major sources, such as urban property tax, are not used. 
	About 15 % by all local authorities, with 2-3 % is spent on capital investments. 


1.4 Subnational Autonomy/Discretion

The operational autonomy that the countries examined here grant to their subnational (especially local) governments is on balance relatively limited (Table 4). In some countries, local governments largely implement centrally planned and financed projects and services, and there is constrained scope for local influence. The extent of central government influence, however, varies, and there are exceptions to the limited empowerment norm. 

In the Philippines and Indonesia, for examples, local governments have considerable autonomy over a large portfolio of responsibilities, although there is a recent movements towards decreasing local discretion. Another exception is Cambodia, where lower level subnational governments have nontrivial autonomy, but only very limited formal local functions and resources. In some cases, such as Pakistan, Sri Lanka and Vietnam, intermediate tiers have robust powers and nontrivial control over what lower tiers may do.

The countries discussed here represent cases of both independent local budgets, such as in Cambodia, Indonesia, or the Philippines, as well as cases in which local budgets are integrated into the national budget, such as in Vietnam or Yemen. These are, however, not fully clear categories. Local governments in Indonesia and the Philippines, for example, enjoy comparatively extensive budget autonomy, with higher level governments mainly focusing on ensuring the legality of local budget decisions. There have, however, been some changes in these countries in recent years, such as through more developed oversight mechanisms and the introduction of performance based transfers, and the center remains active in legally overseeing local functions.  Even in countries where local budgets are formally part of the state budget, some discretion may be allowed. There are also differences within countries, such that intermediate tiers or urban governments are allowed more de facto autonomy in budgeting.

In many cases, such as Bangladesh, Bhutan, Cambodia, Nepal, and Yemen, local administrative and technical personnel supporting the elected local government councils are largely appointed by or may even belong to the central government. This raises issues regarding accountability as local staff may be less answerable to the councils and more accountable to the central government. Some countries, however, allow their local governments varying degrees of discretion to hire, promote and fire their own staff, such as in the case of Indonesia, Pakistan, and the Philippines. In these countries, however local human resource management is usually regulated by the central government, or provincial governments in the case of federal Pakistan.  And even where local governments have such powers, there can be consequential avenues for higher level interference.

Local revenue autonomy, as already suggested above, seems to be rather low across the board in the countries considered here. While in some countries, local governments have been assinged a fair number of revenue sources, their productivity too often tends to be low, local collection capacity tends to be underdeveloped, and existing incentive structures tend not to encourage robust efforts to improve local revenue generation. Furthermore, local governments usually have little or no discretion over setting tax rates or bases or determining fee schedules. All in all there is a high dependency on central transfers, which widely constitute the lion’s share of local government finance. The low levels of revenue generation and discretion have implcations for local accountability and local governments' ability to finance the functions they are responsible for delivering to their constituents.

Table 4: Subnational autonomy/discretion

	
	General
	Budgeting
	Human Resource Management
	Revenue Generation

	Bangladesh
	Highly limited local government autonomy in most respects
	Central ministry funding dominates local budgets; local governments rely on opaque/erratic transfers
	Most hiring is approved by central administration; all local staff report to central ministries
	Municipalities may set rates/charges following central guidelines, but the center must approve

	Bhutan
	Increasing local autonomy and higher at the lowest level
	Lower tiers expected to develop budgets for approval/aggregation at higher levels 
	Chief administrative/ officers are appointed by the center, which controls staffing 
	Thromdes may set rates/charges and devise new taxes with central approval

	Cambodia
	Communes have  high autonomy but few resources. The center retains tight control over higher levels. 
	Communes prepare s separate budget, while a provincial or district budget is just starting to be separated from the national budget.
	Commune councils are supported by few commune staff and they are appointed and paid by central ministries. 
	Communes by law have a right to raise certain taxes/fees, but legal framework to define the details is still pending. 

	Indonesia
	Local government is reasonably empowered with a fair share of local autonomy, but central control has been tightened in recent years.
	Local governments had budget autonomy, with the next-higher level  mandated to review legality. Law 32/2004 expanded higher-level oversight of local budgeting. 
	National civil service regulations provided local discretion, but Law 32/2004 expanded higher-level oversight of local civil service decisions. 
	Greater than in many countries. Some local governments have greater capacity to raise own revenue than they choose to exercise.

	Nepal
	Powers devolved, but less in practice and shifting under new constitution 
	Budgets follow central medium-term plans; formal local autonomy, less in practice
	Local officials are hired by the central government 
	All major local revenues are subject to central regulation

	Pakistan
	Significant power is devolved to the provinces, but they have been slow to empower districts
	Districts form their own budgets as per district government budgeting rules
	District and tehsil governments may hire personnel as per formal provincial policy guidelines
	Narrow discretion; city districts/tehsils set (provincial) property tax rates under guidelines

	Philippines
	Local governments have reasonable local autonomy, although operate under a framework.
	Local governments set their priorities and prepare budgets subject to legality review by the next-higher level. 
	National civil service regulations are in force but permit considerable local discretion.
	Local governments subject to national guidelines but with relatively more revenue discretion

	Sri Lanka
	Weak autonomy; center retains broad powers that allow intervention in local affairs 
	Local bodies have some discretion in the budget process but many lack technical capacity to use it
	Provinces hire local staff; provincial chief nationally appointed. governors influence local hiring/HRM
	Local governments have very limited revenue autonomy

	Vietnam
	Subnational levels are part of national government; more spending autonomy at provincial and city levels
	There is one state budget for all levels. Provinces control  relations with lower levels. Provinces/cities have some autonomy 
	All public sector employees are under the national civil service. Local staff are selected locally with higher level approval 
	Most subnational revenues are shared rather than independent; more discretion and provincial level

	Yemen
	Most decisions are still made by central actors, which leave very little discretion to deconcentrated branch offices or to the local councils. 
	Local budgets are a subset of the national budget. Local councils control only a small share of the local capital budget and have no discretion over recurrent expenditures. 
	Staff working for the executive organs of the local authorities belong to central agencies, which are supposed to be accountable to the local councils. 
	Central government sets bases and rates of local taxes and fees without local discretion. Locally collected revenue is constrained by weak capacity. 


1.5 Subnational Political Mechanisms

Political decentralization is globally a mixed phenomenon.  In some cases, local elections are an increasingly important contibutor to local accountability.  In other countries they are limited and constrained by lack of administrative and fiscal decentralization, weak political competition, and/or certain central government control-oriented practices.

At least formally, political decentralization appears to have become fairly advanced in the countries covered here (Table 5). In the majority of them, elections are held at all or most subnational levels. There are some exceptions--Nepal has not held elections for more than a decade due to the erpuption of political turmoil, and in Pakistan, where local elections are mandated by law, only one province has to date implemented this requirement. In most cases, subnational councils are directly elected at each level where elections are held. Cambodia, however, features a mix of direct and indirect elections, such that the lower level commune councils are elected directly by their constituents, while district and provincial councils are elected only indirectly by the members of lower level councils. 

Some countries have chosen to adopt special features of local elections.  In Pakistan, for example, there are dedicated local government council seats for women and minorities.  The size of the elected council in the Philippines depends on both the type of council (provincial, city, municipal, barangay) and its population size.  In Vietnam, nominations for local councils face close scrutiny by the ruling party, which constrains choice. These types of specific provisions can have implications for the credibility, fairness and outcomes of local government elections.

Most of the countries included in this review have a more or less functioning multi-party electoral system.  There is, however, great variation regarding the degree and nature of political competition, even where provision for multiple parties is made in the law. In some countries, such as Cambodia or Bhutan, genuine political competition is relatively weak at the local level due to the strong dominance of one party or because of restrictions placed on political party activity at the local level. 

Other countries also face particular conditions with respect to political competition.  The Philippines, for example, does have many political parties. Yet few have emerged as particularly strong nationally, although some are locally.  In a number of countries, such as Indonesia, Pakistan, Sri Lanka and Yemen, at lease some of the political parties line up with tribal, clan or religious affiliations.  In cases where competition is very strong and adversarial, it can sometimes lead to outbreaks of violence. But even in cases where a single incumbent party dominates the overall political landscape, such as in Vietnam, regionally based competing factions within the party can result in a functionally more pluralist environment, which helps to promote a form of decentralized influence. 

The countries examined here demonstrate a clear trend towards elected local leadership.  Only a small number of countries, such as Sri Lanka and Yemen, still determine some subnational leaders through appointment.  In many cases, e.g. Bhutan, Indonesia, and the Philippines, the governors, mayors and other local leaders are elected directly by their constituents. In some cases, however, such as Cambodia, Pakistan and Vietnam, local government leadership is elected indirectly by elected local councilors.  In the case of Pakistan, the province has some authority to dismiss leaders selected in this way, and in Vietnam, the next higher level has to validate local leadership choices made by the the various assemblies.
Table 5: Subnational political mechanisms

	
	Subnational elections
	Extent of political competition
	Election for head of SN government/mayor

	Bangladesh
	Local elections are held at upazila and union parishad, pourashava, and city corporation level, but not in zila parashads
	Two main political parties dominate, but additional smaller ones exist
	All local government chairpersons and mayors of city corporations are directly elected 

	Bhutan
	Local elections at all levels since 2011, but some issues emerged (e.g., low representation of women)
	Candidates may not be members of political parties; low candidacy rates in early local elections 
	All mayors are directly elected

	Cambodia
	Councils are directly elected only at commune level. District/provincial councils elected indirectly by the next lower council. 
	Cambodia has a multiparty system, but political competition has been limited due to dominance by the Cambodia People’s Party (CPP)
	The commune chief (council head) is the person receiving the most votes on the majority party candidate list; higher subnational council heads are selected the same way

	Indonesia
	Subnational assemblies are elected at both local and provincial levels every five years. 
	Indonesia has developed a diverse and competitive multiparty system after long dominance by a single party.
	Provincial governors and local mayors have been directly elected since 2005.

	Nepal
	Local elections have not been held since 2002; with the new constitution, changes are coming
	Electoral competition is high with 122 registered political parties, but some are very small
	Villages/municipalities have elected chairs/mayors who represent constituencies on district development councils

	Pakistan
	Provincial and local elections are required (with dedicated seats for women/minorities), but only one province has conducted local elections. 
	Pakistan has a multi-party system with fairly strong political competition. Parties are often divided along clan or tribal lines.
	Elected local councils in tehsils and districts select a chair/ mayor. Provincial governments have the authority to dismiss local officials after due process. 

	Philippines
	All subnational levels have directly elected bodies; size depends on status (province/city/municipality/barangay) and population.
	The Philippines has a competitive multiparty system, although political parties remain fairly weak.
	Provincial governors, municipal mayors, and barangay captains are all directly elected.

	Sri Lanka
	Elections are held at the provincial, muncipal and village level to elect a local government council. 
	Sri Lanka has a multiple parties often identified along ethnic/religious lines. National parties control local nominations.
	President appoints provincial governors. The national majority party nominates urban government chairs.

	Vietnam
	Local elections (universal suffrage) held for Peoples' Councils at all subnational levels, but candidates vettted by the VCP.
	Political landscape is under the Vietnamese Communist Party (VCP). The VCP is functionally pluralist given competing internal factions 
	Leaders of subnational People's Committee are elected by directly elected Peoples' Council members and ratified by the next higher level

	Yemen
	Local government councils are directly elected at both the governorate and district levels.
	Intense political competition erupts into violent conflict between Shia Huti tribes from the North, Sunni tribes from the South, and Al Qaeda fighters. 
	Regional governors are indirectly elected by a college of district and governorate councilors. District directors are appointed. Local councils select a leader from members.


1.6 Transparency and Civic Engagement Mechanisms

Local elections are an essential component of devolution, but they are a very broad instrument of accountability and need to be supplemented by other mechanisms to enhance transparency and foster civic engagement (Table 6). Many countries covered here have passed some sort of Right to Information/Access to Information/Freedom of Information legislation, some of which include specific provisions for local governments. In a few countries, including Bangladesh, public disclosure clauses are also included in local government legislation. Several countries--Cambodia, Philippines, Sri Lanka and Vietnam--have been debating such legislation for some time, but political considerations have thus far frustrated passage.  

Some laws are stronger than others. The Pakistan law, for example, has many exemptions to public access. Even where seemingly strong laws exist, the extent to which their provisions are adhered to (generally and by local governments) or are drawn upon by constituents is not always clear, although anecdotal evidence suggests that such legislation is too rarely applied systematically.  This can be due to lack of will or capacity to enforce the legislation, but citizens may also not know about or feel able to use their access in a meanigful way.

Other steps to enhance local accountability include adopting instruments that provide citizens a means to contribute to local government decision-making. There have been attempts to develop or encourage avenues for citizen input in many of the countries covered here, but these initiatives show great variation.  Most are specific-purpose mechanisms, such as participation in local planning or budgeting, but there are broader efforts, such as the citizens’ charter, as in the Philippines and Sri Lanka. Some participatory mechanisms are only used at certain levels, even below formal local governments (neighborhood/village) as in Bangladesh.  

The nature and timing of participatory mechanisms also varies. A number of them involve organized deliberations (as in Bangladesh, Cambodia, Indonesia, Philippines and Vietnam), while others are simply in the form of open permission for citizens to attend council or committee meetings (as in Bhutan).  Some occur primarily at early stages (such as inputs on development project and budget priorities in Sri Lanka) while other allow input on draft decisions made by the local government (such as opportunities to comment on plans and budgets prepared by local governments in Nepal and Pakistan).

Another type of civic engagement focuses on performance feedback rather than on input into decision-making.  Common mechanisms include appeals of assessments, complaint bureaus, service ratings, citizen satisfaction surveys, etc. Some initiatives concentrate specifically on reporting corruption, as in Nepal. Such mechanisms are not as common or systematic as input participatory mechanisms, but several countries have some experience. Citizen report cards and similar exercises, in particular, have been pursued both by governments and civil society groups and have been piloted or formally adopted in Nepal, Pakistan, Sri Lanka and Vietnam. Punjab province in Pakistan has adopted a particularly ambitious citizen feedback mechanism.

There is limited hard evidence about the impact of participatory mechanisms on local government behavior and outputs--most available assessments are superficial or anecdotal.  It does appear that such mechanisms are unevenly used even within countries, and some of the processes seem to be relatively mechanical or perfunctory. There is anecdotal evidence of positive experiences, but there are also reports of weak, ineffective mechanisms that are subject to political patronage and elite capture. Without more systematic assessments, no overall judgments can be made, but clearly citizens need to be willing and able to engage with local governments, who must in turn face incentives to use citizen inputs and feedback.

Table 6: Transparency and civic engagement mechanisms

	
	Right to information (RTI)
	Input mechanisms
	Feedback mechanisms

	Bangladesh
	The Local Government Act and RTI Act (2009) require publishing of plans, budgets, etc. and access to public documents. 
	The Local Government Act created shava (ward) and local committees to represent citizen interests and demands for local government review
	Ward meetings allow for feedback to local councils but may be subject to elite capture, and the center has final authority over use.

	Bhutan
	RTI law passed in 2014 but is under review. Local governments must publish agendas, development and work plans, and budgets. 
	Limited, but local council meetings are public. Local plans/budgets are bottom up; lower tiers submit to higher tiers (use is unclear). 
	There is no information readily available on specific efforts to collect citizen feedback on local governments.

	Cambodia
	There is a draft Access to Information Law under discussion. Local councils must display official notices and information about their activities 
	Local civic participation provided for through a broad-based planning forum at all stages of local planning and budgeting.  There is open access to council meetings
	Residents are permitted to attend commune council meetings and ask questions or make comments in writing that the council is obligated to respond to. 

	Indonesia
	Constitutional amendments and anti-corruption laws promise access to public information/transparency. The Public Information Disclosure Act was passed in 2008. 
	Citizen input into local government planning processes is provided for but  limited and uneven, in practice; generally strongest wirh small-scale community services provision mechanisms
	There has been insufficient attention to the development of effective local accountability mechanisms beyond technocratic provisions. 

	Nepal
	The RTI Act (2007) requires access to information and documents of public consequence.
	Public input is mandated as a part of local planning and budgeting, but participation is uneven and subject to political interference.
	The central government Good Governance Unit reviews corruption charges; many types of social accountability initiatives.

	Pakistan
	Both FOI and RTI laws are in place in Punjab and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa provinces and a weaker one in Sindh; effective-ness in practise is still unclear.
	Citizen consultation is required before budgets are issued, but civic interaction is generally limited in practice.
	Punjab Province has instituted large-scale proactive feedback mechanisms; smaller pilots by some donors and NGOs.

	Philippines
	A Freedom of Information Bill has been under consideration in Congress but it has not been able to pass both houses
	There are formal participatory mechanisms and active citizens in some areas but also challenges with political patronage and elite capture.
	There are provisions for citizen charters and many types of report cards and citizen monitoring, including some on-line mechanisms

	Sri Lanka
	Sri Lanka currently has no RTI Act, although a draft RTI bill was approved by the Cabinet and is expected to pass Parliament in 2015. 
	During local government planning periods, citizens may submit project requests and may provide input for the budget process. 
	The central government has issued a Citizen’s Charter to support collecting and addressing local grievances.

	Vietnam
	Vietnam has prepared a draft Law on Access to Information but it is still being vigorously debated by the National Assembly
	Pilot participation in 1990s; broadly adopted for 2006-2010 development plan. The 2002 budget law created conditions that limit flexibility in fund use; some provinces are trying to increase local participation
	Focus on standards/upward reporting, but some local governments use feedback mecha-nisms, such as Ho Chi Minh City's citizen report card; more efforts to collect feedback emerging

	Yemen
	Yemen adopted a Freedom of Information Law (2012) that requires government units to nominate a person to respond to information requests within 10 days.
	Yemen piloted district budget participation in 2004. Political crisis prevented scaling up, but a refined approach was broadly used by the Empowerment for Local Development program/ Social Fund for Development and influenced district plans 
	There is no information readily available on specific efforts to collect citizen feedback on local governments.


1.7 Concluding Comments

There is no easy way to summarize in a neat manner the decentralization patterns observed in the diverse set of countries covered in this review.  As noted from the start, all of the countries considered are embracing decentralization in certain ways, but the shape it has taken and the factors that drive it differ, so the systems and how they function also differ considerably.  

Even the basic organization of intergovernmental relations is diverse across countries.  There can be few or multiple levels/types of subnational governments.  These can be differentially empowered and may be hierarchically linked or relatively independent from each other.  The underlying frameworks for decentralization may be highly developed and detailed, or they may be weakly articulated and vaguely worded. 

The empowerment of subnational governments can be particularly difficult to accurately characterize.  Even with strong legal framewerks and reasonable specificity in powers and functions, the system may not operate as outlined.  Various factors--constraints imposed by an unwilling central (or in federal systems, provincial) governement,  limited capacity, or weak accountability--can hinder the effective operation of the system. Yet individual local governments can perform well even in uncertain and difficult circumstances, and it is important to understand how they do this.

Accountability mechanisms--both upward to central oversight mechanisms and downward to citizens--have often been provided for in the decentralization frameworks.  Elections are common (mostly direct), political competition extists in some countries, and various non-electoral transparency and accountability mechanisms (freedom of information legislation, participation, citizen feedback) have been adopted in various ways and to various degrees.  Again, these operate unevenly in terms in whether citizens embrace their use and whether they meaningfully influence subnational government behavior. 

Given the diversity, complexity and qualifications involved in this set of countries, few policy generalizations or definitive recommendations for reform beyond relatively broad statements can be made about the shape of decentralization in Asia.  The same can be said about how well decentralization has performed--a range of both positive and problematic outcomes have been observed.  The individual cases review the evidence on performance and try to link it to the considerations outlined above.

A critical step in considering how decentralization can be improved is to better understand how and why it currently works as it does in a specific country.  This section has provided a general overview of the decentralization landscape in ten countries.  The individual case studies delve more deeply into each specific country: the underlying political economy drivers and context; the details of the decentralization policy framework; information on basic structures, actors and mechanisms; the evidence on decentralization outcomes; and a concluding statement on the evolution of decentralization and local government performance.  The cases are not intended to be exhaustive, but they are developed in sufficient depth to provide a solid foundation for understanding current situation and determining options for how to frame and pursue productive and viable reforms to decentralization policies and operations.  They are available in separate individual documents as well as in combined paper including the overview and the ten cases.
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� The cases were prepared for EC DEVCO B2 using a five-issue framework developed for a recent DFID report: Local Development International. 2013. The Role of Decentralization/Devolution in Improving Development Outcomes at the Local Level: A Review of the Literature and Selected Cases. London: UK Department for International Development. Two of the ten cases (Indonesia and the Philippines) are based in part on material from the DFID cases.


� The material on the South Asia cases is partly drawn from Chapter 3 of Leveraging Urbanization in South Asia (Washington, DC: World Bank 2015). Data on Cambodia, Indonesia and the Philippines party draws and updated from Smoke, P. Metropolitan Cities in the National Fiscal and Institutional Structure. In R. Bahl, J. Linn & D. Wetzel (Eds.), Financing Metropolitan Governments in Developing Countries. (Cambridge, MA: Lincoln Institute of Land Policy, 2013, pp. 57-84).  Other information is drawn from references provided at the end of individual country case studies.






